As many dark images still lived inside me, it was not hard to imagine this plane-the one bearing my son back to safety-careening off the end of the runway, or bursting into flames midair. Instead, it set down gently on the runway and taxied to a stop about one hundred yards away from the rope line filled with cheering family who had once been left behind, but no longer were. We held signs that couldn't be read in the darkness and cameras that couldn't be used without I wasn't afraid of the gun. I didn't think it was going to go off as I held my son. It had the strongest industrial-strength garbage tie I had ever seen wrapped through and nullifying the trigger. At some level, I
wasn't even surprised that he and all his fellow soldiers still had them.
But perhaps its very presence was preventing me from doing what I had planned and hoped for. I wanted to be able to stand down. I wanted proof that this tour of duty was over-that I could, at least for a little bit, stop being an Army mom and simply be Bud's mom.
Suddenly, a shout rang out in the room, and Bud gave me another apologetic smile. He told me that he needed to go turn in his weapon and some of his gear, then he wanted to put the rest of his things away in his newly assigned room, and that everything should take about an hour and a half. The soldiers were loaded onto a fleet of white buses parked just outside in the circle drive. I was struck by the age of these vehicles, so much, much older than any of the human cargo they carried routinely between the base and the airfield and back again.
As I walked past the line of buses, breathing in thick wafts of exhaust, I thought about these vehicles and their cargo. With every trip the buses took back to the base, there were fewer soldiers than had been on the original trips to the plane seven months before. There were deaths and injuries accounting for empty seats that night. Just the thought brought that familiar tightness to my throat. I had felt it every day for seven months-striking me in the post office, grocery store, work, church, shower… In the powerful presence of these buses, I shouldn't have expected any difference.
The memory of the rest of that night-or more accurately "morning"-is a blur. The estimate of one-and-a-half hours was off by three hours, something that I have come to expect from military maneuvers of any type. My husband and I watched the troops unload luggage, move things seemingly from one pile to the next-and then back again to the first. There was much standing around and waiting, which seemed normal to the soldiers and agonizingly slow to the families. I watched the wives and girlfriends, who had started out the evening glamorous and sultry, wilt as they stood on their high heels Our time together was a blur of errand running, shopping, and unpacking. I spent far more than the household budget could withstand, but each purchase was so easy to justify. Bud came home, so now I would buy him a cartload of housekeeping supplies. Bud came home with both legs intact, and he wanted a new pair of boots, identical to the ones his cranky sergeant wore, so he knew he wouldn't get yelled at for having them. I would show my gratitude by purchasing those boots. Bud seemed to be his old self so far, so I would celebrate by taking him shopping at his favorite clothing store chain that offers a combination of urban chic and skateboard punk. I have never understood that store or his fascination with it, but I would plunk down money in celebration of his return. There are a lot of moms who weren't so lucky. Maybe that's where the real horror lies-you know how much you struggled with Afghanistan, and that there is always someone who had it worse than you did. So much, much worse. So you close that window even more tightly than it was closed before. Try to keep those "what ifs" and "could have beens" at bay.
Parts of me are still in Afghanistan. Or perhaps more accurately, parts of that country that I never saw, smelled, or heard are still inside me. As time goes on, I hope those parts of Afghanistan will be able to let me go, so I can open my windows wide again. It just might be a beautiful day.
